Monocytes are responsible for depressed natural killer (NK) activity in both young and elderly low NK responders.
Two age groups--young (19-35) and elderly (70-91)--were compared with respect to natural killer (NK) cytotoxic activity. In both groups, low and high NK responders could be distinguished. Low NK responders constituted about 70% of all elderly and 40% of young individuals. The differences in the magnitude of NK activity among the young and elderly groups could only be observed when peripheral-blood mononuclear cells but not peripheral-blood lymphocytes were used as effector cells in a 51Cr release assay. Experiments with removal or addition of graded numbers of monocytes showed that these cells were responsible for the low level of NK activity in both the young and elderly low NK responders.